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CHAPTER I 
UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF FEAR 
Many people who go to psychologists for help in 
solving their personal problems are much concerned about 
irrational fears, inability to control fits of jealousy, 
and worry over real or imagined deficiencies. Quite 
often they expect the psychologist to listen to their 
story and offer forthwith some cut-and-dried formula 
for the solution of their problem. 
A person's early history often holds the key to his 
problems of emotional control. How we act in emotional 
situations depends to a great extent upon childhood exper-
iences. The psychologist cannot undo in an hour or so, 
or sometimes even in weeks or months, the damage wrought 
by fears implanted and nurtured by parents, parental 
indulgence in the child's every whim, and other forms 
of unhealthy emotional conditioning. It should be obvious 
therefore, that the most effective emotional control 
starts in childhood. Recognition of this fact does not 
help a great deal in controlling ourselves, but it may 
help in the emotional education of our children. 1 
The purpose of this paper is primarily to help me 
1 Norman L. Munn, The Fundamentals of Human Adjust-
~ (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1946), p. 296. 
2 
as a parent, and secondarily as a teacher, to realize 
that helping children solve simple worries early often 
prevents more complicated ones later. Parents and teachers 
can do many things to help lessen these fears. First it 
is necessary to have a knowledge about the nature of fear, 
the kinds of things which children fear, and their motives 
for fearing them. 
Fear is .2!! emotional experience. Children are not 
born with specific fears, however, as they grow they do 
have unpleasant experiences that causes fears. 2 Fear is 
given the leaaing position in listi.ngs made by psychol-
ogists of all emotional experiences.3 
Fear is ~ form of energy. Fear, like anger, is a 
form of energy tha. t "does not exist in a vaccum but is 
set off by a stimulus, which may be human or circumstan-
tial."4 This energy cannot be destroyed, it must be util-
ized. Biologically fear is very similar to anger.5 Fear 
often involves either flight or being "rooted to the spot." 
Violent anger often involves, not flight, but aggressive 
movement, either abusive or involving actual attack. If 
2 Federal Security Agency, Your Child from One to Six 
(Children's Bureau Publication, ~JO. WashingtOil:"' TIOvern-
ment Printing Office, 1949), p. 59. 
3 Arnold Gesell and Frances L. Ilg, The Child from Five 
to Ten (New York and London: Harper and Brothers, 19'40T,-P:-295. 
4 Evelyn Beyer, "What are Children Afraid of?" Nat-
ional Parent-Teacher, XLI (January, 1947), p. 14. 
5 Ibid. 
3 
these opposed tendencies are not well coordinated, "the 
result will be indecision, confusion, or a conflict emotion 
like jealousy."6 
If we analyze fear psychologically, we find that 
fear has to do with escape from pain or danger, whether 
it be in children, adults, or animals. Fear is some-
times referred to as "anticipatory pain". When trained 
and educated properly, fear is a normal fonn of self-
preservation. 7 
£:!!! !§. natural. Fearing is natural; often it is 
very wholesome, particularly in growing children. And 
like fire it is useful in the right place and at the 
right time; harmful if it is misplaced and out of control. 
Like fire, it yields wonderfully to management.a Gesell 
said, "to omit fear altogether from the child's life, 
were that possible, would be like omitting vitamins and 
salt from his diet. If he has normal experiences in 
the anticipation of pain and evil, he may gradually 
develop a normal immunity against pain and evil. Whole-
some fear generates its own mental antidotes. It is 
a kind of vaccination."9 
6 Gesell and Ilg, .QE• cit., p. 302. 
7 Arnold Gesell, The Guidance of Mental Growth in 
Infant and Child (New York: The MaciiiI'llan Company, 19.30), p. 163. 
8 Ibid., p. 162. 
9 Ibid., p. 172. 
Because many fears are undesirable and are the 
result of unfortunate experiences, it does not 
follow that the instinct of fear is itself 
injurious or that it fails to obey in a bene-
ficial way laws of growth and education. The 
positive and healthy aspects of fear need 
recognition as well as the negative and morbid.lo 
10 .!2!,g., p. 162. 
CHAPTER II 
TO DEAL INTELLIGENTLY WITH FEAR WE MUST UNDERSTAND 
WHY THEY FEAR 
~ .Q.!!! often be traced ~ certain concrete ~­
uli !!! their environment. If we study the fears of child-
hood, we find a nonnal pattern of fear that seems to run 
through the developmental process.11 "The early fears of 
childhood change with age. These changes depend on the 
maturity of the child. Some of the fears seem entirely 
reasonable, and others which seem irrational may have a 
deep developmental justification."12 
Dr. Jersild found that about 90% of all fears 
observed during the first year of life are 
evoked by noises, strange events, sudden, 
rapid or unexpected movement, painful shocks, 
and events associated1with pain and falling 
or danger of falling. J 
Arthur Jersild and Frances Holmes have made a study 
of forty-seven children, aged three to seven years of 
age. Here is one of the findings concerning changes 
with age in children's fears: "during pre-school 
11 Beyer, 2.E• cit., p. 14. 
12 Gesell and Ilg, 2.E• cit., p. 296. 
13 Frieda Kiefer Merry and Ralph Vickers Merry, The 
First Two Decades of Life (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1950) ,p. j40. - -
6 
years there is a decline with age in the frequency of 
fears in response to certain concrete and tangible 
stimu11.n14 Some fears that are in response to concrete 
stimuli are; "fear of water,"15 "fear of thunderstonns,nl6 
"fear of punishment,"17 "fear of pain or going to a 
doctor,"18 "fear of a false face, of the rattling of a 
window, a stranger appearing suddenly,n19 fear of animals, 
such as dogs. 20 
Most fears~ .Ql the imagined and supernatural 
dangers. Just as young children fear things which they 
can't understand and aren't prepared to deal with, older 
children, in being afraid of the weird and mysterious, 
reveal that it is things that are unfamiliar and un-
explained that worry them. 21 
14 Arthur T. Jersild and Frances B. Holmes, "Some 
Factors in the Development of Children's Fears." Journal 
~Experimental Education, IV (December, 1935), p. 141. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Federal Security Agency, .212• ~., p. 60 
17 ~., p. 61. 
18 Staff Members of the Child Study Association of 
America, Parents' Questions (seventh edition, New York, 
1936), p. 72. 
19 Merry, .2.P• ill•, p. 340. 
20 .!2!.si•, P• 342. 
21 Federal Security Agency, Your Child from 6 to 12 
(Children's Bureau Publication, No:-3'24. Washington! -
Government Printing Office, 1949), p. 71. 
As children learn more about the world we might 
expect them to fear only those unpleasant or 
harmful things that makes sense to be afraid of. 
Actually this is not so. Instead of worrying 
about such realistic things as being run over, 
they turn out to be afraid of being attacked by 
tigers or gorillas, or of finding a lion under 
the bed.22 · 
7 
From the ages of five and beyond, we find a marked 
increase in fears of "imagined, anticipated and super-
natural danger (including events associated with the 
dark, imaginary creations, and possible accidents even 
though the tangible environment may present no immediate 
danger). n 23 Beginning about the age of five, children 
fear failure, ridicule, and loss of prestige, that 
threatens their security. "He becomes more aware of 
the pressure exerted by his family and social group to 
make him conform to certain patterns of behavior."24 
Changes in the content of fears take place 
throughout the whole span of childhood. The 
child sheds old fears because experience teaches 
him true meanings. The child acquires new 
fears because he detects novelty which formerly 
he was to immature to apprehend. His new 
perceptiveness actually denotes a growth ad-
vance. By the age of ten he can laugh retro-
spectively at these childish fears which he has 
outgrown. But his mental structure has prob-
ably been enriched and strengthened by some 
of these very fears. As he matures he does 
not banish fear altogether; he refines and 
reorganizes its pattern.25 
22 .Th!,g.' p. 71. 
23 Jersild and Holmes, .Q.E• cit., p. 141. 
24 Merry, .Q.E .£1J!., pp. 340-341. 
25 Gesell and Ilg, .Q.E• cit., p. 297. 
Arthur T. Jersild and Francis B. Holmes found that 
there is a decline with age in the frequency of open 
signs of fear, but the date does not reveal whether there 
is a corresponding decline in the frequency of the child's 
own private experience of fear.26 
We would not want our children to be completely 
fearless because fear is necessary for protection from 
dangerous situations. Caution has a place in all forms 
of safety education. The everyday dangers of the home 
such as falling, burning, scalding, injury from sharp 
and pointed objects, and so on cannot be controlled by 
simple warnings. They call for concrete training and 
insight. The dangers of street, and traffic likewise 
calls for calm training in the art as well as attitude 
of caution. 27 Children's fears of dogs, of the dark, 
and of water, are all wholesome fears. We need to be 
cautious in the dark, water is a danger as well as a 
delight; moreover, we find many children who do not 
fear dogs enough, who are altogether too free with 
strange dogs. Children should not be kept too innocent 
of evils which after all, are comparable to physical 
dangers. 28 
26 Jersild and Holmes, .Q.E. cit., P• 141. 
27 Gesell and Ilg, .Q.E• cit., pp. 301-302. 
28 Ibid., P• 301. 
CHAPTER III 
HOW TO LESSEN THE WORRIES AND FEARS OF CHILDREN 
First examine our own fears and rid ourselves of them • 
....................... ----------- _.. - - - - -
"Examine your c.J>ln worries--often you expose your child to 
them unknowingly by a process of emotional contagion.n29 
If you have a genuine cause for concern it is better, 
whenever possible, to discuss it frankly in the family 
than try to hide it. A child is not bothered by facts 
as much as vague attempts at concealment which only 
leaves him up in the air and anxious.30 Mothers are 
often responsible for many of their children's fears. 
Many of these fears are absurd and useless, often a 
hangover from an unhappy childhood, and should be gotten 
rid of before the child absorbs them too. If a child's 
mother is afraid of storms, the child will almost always 
be afraid too. Though he doesn't reason it out, his 
unconscious attitude is, 'If this great big person on 
whom I depend for safety is afraid, there must surely 
be something to fear.31 
"Don't be an alarmist about every disturbing develop-
ment in our modern world. Try to emphasize the positive 
29 Constance J. Foster, "Children Have Their Worries 
Too." Parents' Magazine, XXVII (May, 1952), p. 132. 
30 !Q!g. 
31 Federal Security Agency, .Q.E• ~., pp. 60-61. 
10 
all you can and disregard the scaremongering.n3 2 Parents 
should guard their conversation for children are often 
worried or frightened by what they hear adults talk about. 
War talk that is gloomy, talk about family troubles, and 
talk of lurid newspaper accounts of ~rime are some of the 
many things disturbing to a child.33 
We may approach fear in many different ways. 
Parents may ignore or pretend it is not there. 
They may admit its presence but try to suppress 
it or bottle it up. They may condemn it as 
weak, or ridicule it. Obviously all these 
approaches would complicate rather than help 
children live with and through their fears, for 
their attitude is very important.34 
Keep ~ open for child to confide in !!§.• Keep 
the door wide open for your children to confide in you 
about their problems. Encourage them to talk over their 
troubles with you. Help them to discover that sharing 
a worry with someone else usually reduces it consider-
ably.35 
Don't ~ impossibly high standards of behavior 
for ~· Don't lead them to feel that "big boys don't 
ever cry", or that "a brave person keeps his troubles 
to himself". We all need outlets for distress.36 Other 
examples of impossibly high standards set up by parents 
32 Foster, .2.E• cit., p. 132. 
33 Federal Security Agency, .2.P• cit., p. 60-61. 
34 Beyer, .2.P• cit., p. 15 
35 Foster, .2.P• cit., p. 132. 
36 £2!g. 
11 
are; cleanliness, perfect speech, and others that betray 
the parents' desire to "show off" their youngsters. 
"Children who feel this pressure usually do not show it 
in obvious ways but by their nervous habits.n37 
Avoid trying to !!!!!5! him ! perfectionist. "Don't 
expect too much in the way of performance until he is able 
to deliver the goods. The worrier is usually a person who 
can't allow either himself or the universe enough margin 
for error.n38 All parents have the ambition for their 
child to climb. However, it is very hard on a child to 
be expected to be the best. When the child enters 
school, "parents sometimes do a great deal of pushing 
to make him excell in marks and in athletics and other 
contests.n39 In an inventory of the worries of 540 
children in grades 5 and 6 in New York City, it was 
found that family items and the possibility of school 
failure troubled them most. Less emphasis should be 
placed upon failing a test, being late to school, having 
a poor report card, and being left back in school. These 
are all examples of the tendency to "cross bridges" be-
fore they are met. Some children's worries about failing 
in school, may be due to a guilty feeling that they 
37 Federal Security Agency, .2.E• ..£!&., p. 61. 
38 Foster, g:e. ~., p. 132. 
39 Federal Security Agency, .!2.£ • .£.!!. 
12 
deserve to fail because they have not worked as hard as 
they should have.40 
Qi!! your child responsibilities geared 1,2 ~ 
abilities §.2 ~ !!!! gains the good feeling £!.! .2.Q!!!-
petence and adeguacy. "By stacking himself up against 
assignments, neither too tough nor too easy he becomes 
self-confident enough not to need to do much worrying.n41 
"Never belittle or ridicule his worries. Take them as 
seriously as you like other people to take yours.n42 
Although many childhood fears seem inconsequental and 
amusingly absurd, they should always be taken seriously 
by the adult.43 
Avoid comparing your child either favorably .2.!: 
unfavorably ~ others. "He is an individual in his 
own right and will worry far less if he is assured of 
this fact.n44 Parents should avoid comparing their 
child to themselves when they were children. 
If Billy's father has set his heart on his 
son's playing baseball as well as he himself 
did, then Billy has a double job on his hands. 
He has to avoid lowering his self-esteem on 
two counts--his own and his father's estimate 
of him.45 
40 Arthur T. Jersild, "Children's Fears," National 
Education Association Journal, XXXVII (April, 1948), p. 212. 
41 Foster, .Q.E• ~., p. 132 
42 Ibid. ____,,..... 
43 Gesell and Ilg, .Q.E• .9..!1·, p. 301. 
44 Foster, loc • .9..!1· 
45 Federal Security Agency, .Q.E• cit., p. 72. 
13 
QQ ~ unnecessarily expose the child ~ !!!!!!-
ufactured fears. Keep him from movies, radio, comics, 
and television which are terrifying. Good stories, 
however, provide fear experiences which enlarge the 
child's imagination. Literature, like life, intro-
duces him to pain and evil and helps him in the task 
of surmounting both.46 
Never ~ fear.!.§.~ means of securing obedience. 
It may get innnediate results but often brings about 
difficulties later.47 
The day of scaring children with threats of 
the bogeyman is largely past, at least among 
the better informed and more understanding 
parents. But the threat of loss of love or 
affection is still present, and this is per-
haps the deepest fear of all. To be unloved 
or to fear the loss of love is a desperate 
state for any individual, young or old. To 
the extent that we feel adequate {and it may 
well be that we feel adequate to the extent 
that we love and are loved), we are able to 
manage our lives effectively and conquer fear.48 
There is no place for fear between parent and 
children, yet a great deal of children's evasion of 
the truth is based on fear. The more the child fears 
what his father will do to him for disobedience the 
more effort he is going to make to keep his father un-
aware of the fact, even if he has to lie about it.49 
46 Gesell and Ilg, .2.E• .ill·' p. 302 • 
47 Merry, .212• ill·' p. 348. 
48 Beyer, .2.E• cit., p. 15 • 
49 Federal Security Agency, .2.2• ill•, p. 79. 
14 
The preventive hygiene .Qf ~' therefore, ~ 
many sided. "A happy and secure homelife is the best 
general safeguard against unreasonable fears. A sense 
of humor combined with sympathetic common sense helps 
forestall the misgivings which lie at the root of 
exaggerated fears.n50 
50 Gesell and Ilg, .QP• ~., p. 302. 
15 
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